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In mid-August, Panamanian President Ernesto Perez Balladares attended ceremonies to inaugurate
the construction of the Hacienda Country Club, just outside Panama City. One of the principal
investors in the club is Guatemalan ex- president Jorge Serrano, who was photographed by
the Panamanian press alongside Perez Balladares during the event. The incident angered the
Guatemalan government, which has demanded for several years that Serrano be extradited to
Guatemala to face charges for political crimes and corruption.
Serrano fled to Panama on May 30, 1993, five days after his attempt to shut down Congress
and the Supreme Court failed following intense domestic and international pressure to uphold
constitutional rule in Guatemala (see NotiSur, 05/28/93 and 06/11/93). Serrano was then granted
political asylum by Panamanian ex-president Guillermo Endara (1989-1994).
Two attempts to extradite Serrano to Guatemala to stand trial for violating the Constitution and
for embezzling an estimated US$20 million in public funds have failed because Panama says that
the charges against Serrano are "political" in nature. The Guatemalan government is currently
preparing a third extradition request. Current & former Panamanian presidents openly embrace
Serrano In an angry response to President Perez Balladares's apparent support for Serrano,
Guatemala recalled its ambassador.
The Guatemalan Foreign Ministry demanded an "official explanation" from the Panamanian
government, and it announced the temporary suspension of Guatemala's participation in all
international events with Panama, including President Alvaro Arzu's attendance at a conference
on the Panama Canal, to be held in Panama in September. "We are upset and confused by this
incident," said President Arzu. "We don't see any logic in the Panamanian government's attitude."
According to Panamanian officials, Perez Balladares attended the event because it involves an
important economic project in the country that includes a large group of Panamanian investors
in addition to Serrano. "It wasn't about paying a visit to Mr. Serrano, it was about visiting an
important project in which Panamanian businesspeople have invested," said Perez Balladares. "The
Guatemalan government's reaction is unjustified and incomprehensible."
The diplomatic row became even more heated when Panamanian ex-president Endara accused the
Arzu administration of meddling in Panama's internal affairs, and then, in highly provocative terms,
compared Guatemalan officials to cockroaches. "The Guatemalan government is like cockroaches at
a ball, where they haven't been invited to play, sing, or dance," said Endara. "Foreign governments
have no business sticking their noses in Panama's internal affairs."
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Those comments provoked demands by the Guatemalan Congress for an official apology from
Panama and warnings that, if Serrano is not extradited, it could lead to a cutoff of diplomatic
relations. "Panama's ex-president committed a egregious mistake by making such declarations,
because he is not just insulting President Arzu but the Guatemalan people as a whole," said Angel
Mario Salazar, a deputy from the governing Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN). "Such comments
could well lead to a break in relations."

Serrano's former vice president convicted of political crimes \
Meanwhile, on July 22, a Guatemalan court convicted Gustavo Espina, former vice president under
the Serrano administration, of "violating the Constitution" for his role in Serrano's attempted
coup d'etat. Espina, who also went into exile in Costa Rica after the coup was aborted, voluntarily
returned to Guatemala in March 1995 to stand trial (see NotiSur, 03/17/97).
During the six-day trial, three judges from the Fourth Criminal Court heard testimony from former
Serrano Cabinet officials and ex-military officers, most of whom said that Espina appeared to play
no part in Serrano's attempt to seize dictatorial powers. But state prosecutors argued that Espina
supported Serrano's actions by attending the news conference at which the ex-president announced
that he was dissolving Congress and the Supreme Court. This is the first time in the nation's
history that a vice president has been tried for actions committed during his term. Nevertheless,
although Espina was sentenced to four years in prison, his term was commuted to a fine of five
quetzales per day, which amounts to about US$1,200 for the four-year sentence. [Sources: Inforpress
Centroamericana (Guatemala), 08/01/97; Reuter, 06/05/97, 07/02/97, 07/22/97, 08/19/97, 08/20/97;
Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 06/18/97, 06/28/97, 07/05/97, 07/07-13/97, 07/22/97, 07/23/97, 08/06/97,
08/10/97, 08/20-23/97, 08/26/97]
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